In these frequently anthologized poems, Marlowe and Marvell both deftly employ the rhetoric of carpe diem: "seize the day", and the chance for sexual delight, before the physical decay of aging makes attracting a lover nigh impossible. Lyrics on the topic of women and love have long enchanted readers with their delightful participation in the classical tradition inherited from Catullus and Anacreon. The fear of death, and the urgency it generates, are essential to the carpe diem convention, which casts the easeful valley of sensual paradise in the shadow of lurking spectre, and the cry to "eat, drink, and be merry" is inevitably followed by the sobering thought that "tomorrow we die". 4 While claiming that time will quickly take away the beauty that makes the coy lady so desirable, the carpe diem poem subsequently reinforces her desirability, and encourages her to enjoy love while she is still able to be its object. Yet the reminder "to seize the day" before it is too late also warns the beautiful maiden against valuing virginity too highly, and too much enjoying the power it gives her over men. Therein lies the tension between the woman's desirability as a virgin and the brevity of her value as a desirable sexual object. Therefore to fully understand the rhetorical power of the carpe diem poem, it is necessary to determine the reasons why a young lady would choose to be, as Marvell puts it, "coy".
Whether by promising that love (and sex) are the "ageless" pleasures of youth, or by invoking the images of old age and death as the ultimate threats to the beautiful woman, Marlowe and Marvell attempt to divert the thought of an unspoken fear associated with having sex: pregnancy.
